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Translation has a very long development history of more than 2,000 years, people’s 
knowledge of and researches on translation have been becoming deeper and deeper. 
After the Second World War, with the industrial and economic development, the 
quantity of communicative materials needing to be translated or interpreted grew 
dramatically, and more professional translators and interpreters were needed. The 
translation theories of linguistic school which became popular during the period from 
the 1950s to 1960s with “equivalence” as a key word have become less and less useful 
in guiding translation practice, and caused a gap between translation theories and 
translation practice. Under this background, with the influence of the theories of 
related disciplines, functional translation theories appeared at the right time, and they 
have a very profound meaning in guiding today’s translation practice.  
This thesis expounds upon the continuous development of people’s translation 
activity, the background of functional translation theories, the major theories of the 
representative theorists of the functional school, and the necessity to use translators’ 
initiative in translation practice based on the essence of functional translation theories. 
Besides, examples are provided to showcase the application of functional translation 
theories to varied types of translation practice. The translation theories of the 
functional school are a breakthrough of the equivalent view on translation, and have 
created a brand new perspective in translation research. After a thorough study of 
functional translation theories, this thesis gives not only a summary of the advantages 
and potential misuse of functional translation theories but also suggestions for their 
further development. 
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Chapter One Introduction 
1 
Chapter One Introduction 
1.1 Research background 
Translation has as long a history as language. It is one of the most important 
communicative activities in human society, and also one of the oldest occupations of 
human beings. Translation is a bridge which brings different peoples and their 
cultures together, and closes the gap between the west and the east, and the past and 
the present. Translation has not only enriched languages and accelerated the 
development of literature of different ethnic groups, but also has disseminated 
advanced scientific and cultural knowledge across the world. 
The translation activities of human beings started to take shape with the 
translation of the Bible from 250 BC (谢天振, 2010). With a long development 
history of more than 2,000 years, people’s knowledge of and researches on translation 
have been becoming deeper and deeper. In this long process, various schools of 
translation theories have appeared.  
During the period from the 1950s to 1960s, linguistics became a leading subject 
in liberal arts. It has injected vigor and vitality into the traditional translation theories, 
and provided new approaches and perspectives for translation studies. The translation 
theorists of linguistic school tried to solve the translation problem from a linguistic 
perspective. They regarded translation works as samples in the laboratory, and 
dissected them part by part in a scientific way. They thought that once they found a 
basic equivalence between languages, they would solve the translation problems. 
They regarded phoneme, morpheme, word, sentence, and discourse as the basic units 
of translation, and tried to find the equivalence between languages. This kind of idea 
was just like a bubble. When translators put these theories into translation practice, 
their defects and incompleteness were exposed, and these weaknesses have put the 
theories into a stalemate.  
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rapid development of industry and commerce, international political, cultural and 
business contacts became more frequent, and more and more international 
organisations were established. 
Influenced by various academic and social factors, German functional translation 
theories appeared at the right time. 
1.2 Significance of the research 
German functional translation theories became widespread during the 1970s, and 
Katharina Reiss (1984, 2004), Hans J. Vermeer (1984, 1987, 1989, 1996), Justa 
Holz-Mänttäri (1984) and Christiane Nord (1991, 2001, 2002) are four representative 
theorists of the functional school. Among them, Vermeer (1984) puts forward the 
skopos theory which is the core of functional translation theories, so the functional 
translation theories are also called functional skopos theories. As an important school 
of translation theories which became widespread during the period from the 1970s to 
1980s, functional translation theories were not created all of a sudden, but have gone 
through a long process of development. Since their emergence, they have 
continuously been developing and improving. 
The research of the functional school focuses on the functions of source texts and 
target texts, the translational activities, the translation purposes and the appropriate 
approaches for translation. Being different from the traditional equivalent view, the 
functional translation theories are a breakthrough of the linguistic school which 
regards language as a static system. The theorists of the functional school take the 
translational activities, different roles of participants and the environment in which the 
translation takes place into consideration when they do research on translation, and 
they emphasize that the translator should choose right methods in translation 
according to the expected function of the target text. 
People who have done translations all know that translation is not a mere 
transformation of two languages, it also involves two cultures. If we want to find 
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